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			Maybe somebody has to explore what happens

				when one of us wanders over near the edge

				and falls for awhile. Maybe it was your turn.

				William Stafford, “Afterwards”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Preface

			 

			For a long time I would always wake up early. Some mornings there would be a moment when I was conscious but not yet fully aware of my body, just a mind floating lightly in the dark. But then very quickly I would feel the weight of things, my legs and chest on the mattress, my head heavy on the pillow. And then quickly too, the pain would be with me once again.

			The first sensation was always something different—a heavy ache in the shoulder I’d been sleeping on, a pan-fry sizzle on my hips, a throbbing at the very front of my skull, an intolerable vibration inside my ankles. Then it spread and varied as I pushed back the blanket and fumbled for my phone, shoving my mind into the glowing screen while my body shuttled through its symptoms.

			Sometimes I would lie in a cramped position scrolling Twitter, picking up fragments of news, chasing threads of arguments from overnight, letting the pain work through my limbs and joints, watching the clock slowly creep toward 5 a.m. That was on a good morning. On the bad ones, I would be forced up quickly, staggering to the bathroom, leaving Abby to sleep—I hoped—in a snow fort of blankets on the far side of the bed.

			
			The house was old, so very old, but the bathroom was new—an expanse of tile, a shower like a grotto, a his-and-hers sink with drawers for both of us below a sweep of mirror. The floor was even supposed to be heated in the winter, but the system had been on the fritz since we moved in, and the wall panel flickered in the half-light with a gibberish of broken digits.

			I moved around the room like an acolyte tending to different altars—now planted on the toilet or hunched over it, now leaning heavily on the glass door of the shower, now standing at the sink staring at my haggard, puffy face. I opened the drawer beneath and fished out a bottle of pills—one bottle among many, filling compartments meant for combs and soap and razors—and swallowed one, two, a handful. After a while they would hit home, and I would shimmy my legs, flail my arms, stretch my face muscles into a silent Munchian scream. Except when the pain was deep, layers down inside my chest, and there was nothing to do but sit with it on the cold, unheated floor.

			The light would come up gradually, the clock on my phone creeping on toward six. Eventually I would leave the bathroom, sometimes wrung out and exhausted enough to fade back into a twenty-minute sleep, but sometimes still aching and burning—in which case I would pad through the master bedroom, past my blanketed wife, out onto the landing at the junction of the house’s long T-shape.

			Through one door our daughters lay asleep, in two identical white beds in a room whose floor sloped downward toward the corner where the foundation had settled, long New England years ago. Through another our infant son stirred in his crib. The hall stretched away down the length of the T, and I followed it, the floor creaking a little, to what had once been a servant’s bedroom, sealed away with its own bathroom near a back stairway to the kitchen.

			
			The extra bedroom was supposed to be an office, a place to write away from the noise of kids and the babble of the social life we imagined hosting. I did do a lot of my writing there, on a drop-leaf desk with books stacked around it and a lamp propped up above. But the main thing inside the desk was a further supply of bottles, squat and round for pills and slim for tinctures, stamped with leaves and berries, mosaics and inscriptions, Chinese characters, a dragon chasing his own tail. And beneath the drop-leaf I now stored a box, a black console with buttons in red and green and white and blue, with a tangle of red and black cords running out from it, and metal tubes where the cords ended, just the right size to be gripped in an adult human hand.

			On either side of the desk were windows, old colonial frames with slightly mottled glass, looking out and down, offering a view of the landscape in the soft gray morning light. Just below was a wide flagstone patio, with a little lawn pasted in between a white garage and stone steps leading leftward toward a pool. Then the lawn reached a picket fence, beyond which the ground fell away in levels—first a spill of boulders, then an overgrown path, then another drop to a field that went red and brown all winter but came back green with spring. I could see tall grass and cattails rising from a damp low-lying patch, before the pasture climbed to a granite knoll and a single ash tree, a sentinel of the woods that waited just beyond.

			The light spread and the landscape brightened, putting on its taunting beauty once again.

			I bent to the desk, gripped the metal tubes, and turned on the machine.
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			A Dark Wood
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			I always wanted to move back to New England.

			My wife and I both grew up in Connecticut: Abby in a green town just far enough from New York to count as the country, me in the rust and brick and Gothic of New Haven. My mother’s family were Maine Yankees from Puritan stock with a solid three-century history of staying put in chilly soil. My wife’s ancestors were from Newfoundland and Ireland, cold seacoasts and autumnal skies. As kids, we both made the long drive to Maine in the summers—in my case to the coastline where my grandparents lived and my uncle and cousins worked as lobstermen, in her case to a Girl Scout camp way up in the North Woods, cabins speckling the shores of a deep-blue lake under the shadow of Katahdin, the highest mountain in the state.

			So living in the humid marshland of Washington, D.C., where we ended up together and married in our twenties, always felt like a mistake. The Mid-Atlantic was almost like the Northeast, but just slightly different in its temperature and color schemes—more sweltering in the summer and less vivid in the fall, with more winter rain and June warmth than our remembered childhood worlds. I would have preferred a stark contrast, the prairie or the Rockies or the Californian chaparral. Instead the resemblance just reinforced our mutual homesickness for deep woods and colonial houses, birches and evergreens, old stone walls and blizzards.

			
			Then we had children, two daughters two years apart, and the drives back to see our families became harder, the nostalgia more intense. We lived in Capitol Hill, ten blocks from the Capitol dome, in a small row house in a gentrifying neighborhood. But once we had the kids the house felt tiny, the frequent terror alerts exhausting, the Beltway traffic between Ikea and Buy Buy Baby grueling. When we looked to the future, to more children and more space, the local school environment seemed punishingly competitive, an enemy of childhood. And the prices in the D.C. suburbs, for houses that we didn’t even like, were utterly insane.

			I had a romantic idea of the alternative. My own parents had grown up in beautiful places, my mother in a farmhouse on a saltwater cove and my dad near the beach in Santa Monica, but when I was young they ended up living in a blue-collar corner of New Haven, in a ranch-house neighborhood that didn’t measure up to their memories of natural beauty. My mother pined for rocky coasts and spruce trees and high blue skies. My father missed the smell of eucalyptus. So I inherited an idea about land, beautiful land, as something intimately connected to the good life, yet always tantalizingly out of reach.

			But by the time I turned thirty-five, it wasn’t out of reach anymore. Our row house, bought after the financial crisis, had appreciated absurdly in four years. I had a job as a New York Times columnist—a lucky opportunity, a dream job—that basically allowed me to live anywhere, so long as there was an internet connection and a way to fly or ride to Washington and New York. Many of the young families we knew talked about fleeing D.C. for their hometowns, or settling in some small, livable city, or even buying a Virginia farm. But for us the temptation was particularly sharp. We wanted to have another baby; my wife had just left her magazine job to write her first book. Why shouldn’t we blaze the trail, make the fantasy real?

			
			So we began taking the possibility seriously. We followed Connecticut real estate listings with an increasing obsessiveness, and whenever we headed north to visit our families, we made time for long drives through the country, letting our girls nap while we scoped out likely-seeming towns and random open houses. Eventually we took a more consistent approach with an actual realtor—although we were still haphazard enough in our visits that the agent, a polished Englishwoman whose daughters rode horses, regarded our intentions with a certain suspicion, as though she’d seen dreamers like us before.

			Abby tried to keep us grounded. We wanted the same general things, but she was a little less romantic about rural life. “It’s way too uncanny to imagine actually living there,” she said to me after a day trip through small towns in the northern part of the state, outposts of New York City for their summer residents, farm towns in the winter. “There’s nobody there half the year, who knows what the schools are like, we’d be two hours from New York, forty minutes from our parents…and you’re going to leave me alone in the country with the kids while you go traveling for work?”

			Honestly that was, in a way, my treasured plan. I had a vision of myself going out into the world, flying around to various Babylons for important meetings and interviews, and then coming home on a summer evening, down a winding road, up a drive lined with oak trees, to find my two—no, make it three; no, make it four—kids waiting for me, playing on swings in the July dusk in front of a big white colonial, my wife behind them, the whole scene an Arcadia…

			
			Not surprisingly, Abby wasn’t sold on this idyll, or the alleged bargains I kept finding—the snowbound spread on six acres with a leaking roof and a huge artist’s studio attached; the “farmhouse” built into a hillside like a hobbit’s hole, if a hobbit had an investment banker’s taste. The first Connecticut house that she actually liked was far more sensible: a recent build in a more populated area, a four-bedroom house from the 1950s, at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac near a commuter rail station, walkable to a playground and a small downtown. It was lovely, livable, convenient, a good size for a growing family. I hated it.

			“It looks like Tony Soprano’s house!” I groused. “You can see McMansions from the kitchen window! What’s the point of going to Connecticut for something we can get in”—I let the contempt flow through me—“suburban Virginia?”

			Eventually, like a good husband, I started to talk myself into the sensible house. But by then, like a generous wife, she had talked herself out of it.

			Fortunately, there was an area where our ideas converged, which happened to be her childhood hometown. It was just ninety minutes from Manhattan, in between the Gold Coast of greater Greenwich and the small blue-collar cities and real country to the north. It was near enough to train lines to be accessible to the city, far enough to be relatively affordable. It had a rural expanse but a thriving downtown with a bookstore and restaurants and even a small movie theater. It had excellent public schools and a lovely little Catholic church, where we had been married.

			
			Moving there with our children, buying a big house, and making ourselves comfortable with Little League games and dance lessons felt like a way to rewrite the story of Abby’s childhood as well. She had lived in a big house once: Her father had been a Wall Street numbers guy who descended into bankruptcy and ruin after the junk-bond era collapsed. He died suddenly when she was thirteen, leaving her schoolteacher mother to raise Abby and her sister alone. So her hometown had been for her a place of downward mobility, of childhood happiness succeeded by teenage sorrow. And it seemed (maybe more to me than to her) that to return in prosperity and triumph would give her the happy ending she deserved.

			“Unless you lose your job,” she said. “Or we lose all our money.”

			“That could happen in D.C., too,” I countered. “And in Connecticut we’ll have our family to help us, public schools…We’ll raise chickens and join Costco.”

			So her doubts gradually yielded to my optimism, and then in the winter of 2015 we endured a sequence of what seemed at the time like hardships—the teacher at our older daughter’s local public pre-K quit suddenly, our basement flooded when frozen pipes exploded, my wife and a friend were mugged while they strolled a baby in the nearby park—that felt almost like providential pushes to sell, just sell, to take the money and flee north.

			For Abby, the decisive tribulation happened just outside our home. We had to parallel-park our SUV on the street outside our front door, and every once in a while a car would come barreling down the mostly quiet street when we were hauling our girls, four and two, out of their car seats to the safety of the sidewalk. One slushy March day, when the piles of unmelted snow further shrank the narrow street, one of these cars veered within inches of my wife as she fumbled with a car seat, almost dinging the open door behind her, and then slammed to a halt ten yards on, disgorging a furious driver who yelled at Abby for being so inconveniently available to be mowed down.

			
			“Right then and there, I thought, I don’t want to die on this stupid street,” she said to me afterward, as we huddled over my laptop and the real estate listings in her once and future hometown.

			So we went ahead and did it. We put our house on the market in the spring, working with a raffish, chain-smoking broker who wrote his listings in rhyming couplets and had a genius for instigating bidding wars. And we began shuttling back and forth to Connecticut every weekend to look at houses, in the town and just outside it, new and old, still looking for the one that fit our idea of what a New England house should be: something suitably antique and white-shingled, ideally with a barn and a field, but also ideally with a decent kitchen—you know, updated—and rooms that didn’t feel like they were built for the seventeenth century’s average height.

			Meanwhile in D.C., the raffish broker worked his magic and our row house sold for more than even we had dared to hope. I had some sort of pompous D.C. dinner the night the deal went through, and I remember skipping down the sidewalk on my way back home, wine flowing in my bloodstream, giddy as a gambler who’s just raked in a table’s worth of winnings.

			Leaning in to the excitement, which our Connecticut realtor naturally shared, we expanded our price range to include a bunch of over-a-million-dollar houses that we had previously ruled out. One of them was a 1790s farmhouse, its long colonial shape adorned at one end with Greek revival pillars, with three acres of pastureland, a barn and an apple tree, a guest cottage and a pool. It felt like it was in the country, but it was a five-minute drive to Main Street—even walkable, we assured ourselves, though we hadn’t tried to make the walk. The property needed work, lots of work, but the main house was in good shape. “You could even get an agricultural tax exemption,” our realtor said encouragingly as we peered into the vacant chicken coop out back.

			
			It was expensive—a definite reach—but in the years it had been on (and off, and on) the market the price had plummeted, and we had help with the repairs. My wife’s mother lived ten minutes away; my father and his soon-to-be second wife, twenty minutes. They were encouraging; they had time on their hands and they would help us. Interest rates were low, and the cottage had a tenant, which supplied a rental-income stream.

			Besides, we were young and energetic and healthy, and a reach was what I particularly wanted—a place that would force me outside, tear me away from the vortex of the internet, the tyranny of the screen, the sedentary pundit’s life. I planned to mow lawns, tear up bushes, rebuild tumbled stone walls. Maybe I would even plant a garden with my daughters.

			And truth be told, I didn’t really think of it as a reach at all, because at that moment in my life I only really believed in upside. My childhood inheritance included reasonably strong Christian beliefs, and my profession required me to comment frequently on religion, which meant that during our years in Washington I wrote my share of words on the problem of evil—the why-does-God-let-bad-things-happen-to-good-people question—usually making the case that much of American Christianity offers people the wrong answers, encouraging them to believe that actually bad things shouldn’t happen if you’re good, that the American Dream should be yours if you just stay in God’s good graces and follow the paths that He’s marked out, as straight as I-95 running north.

			
			I had a similar critique of the secular meritocracy in which I had been educated: that because it asked its climbers to work so hard and jump so high, it encouraged an idea that we had somehow earned all our privileges, that our SAT scores and extracurricular accomplishments meant that we genuinely deserved to rule.

			But despite these critiques, there was still a sense in which I believed exactly these ideas myself—or at least for myself—as I passed through college into adulthood, achieved the career as a writer that I wanted, won the wife I wanted, the job I wanted, the kids I wanted, and now the house and country life I wanted, too.

			“It’s really impressive, Ross,” an ex-military friend of mine said when we chatted about our big move. “You guys set this goal and you did it. You just did it.”

			That was basically how I thought of myself at that point in my life. I was the guy who did things. My ancestral line was filled with failed businessmen and artistic types, garage-sale rummagers and self-conscious outsiders—the sort of educated people who used the Times stock market listings for kindling on family picnics to show their disdain for upper-class success. I always intended to be different, and I always had been, from the Harvard acceptance letter to the job at the Times, and now to this brilliant real estate coup that would root us securely in a family compound for decades to come. So the way it happened, the sale and the opportunity coming together, felt like confirmation that we were on the right path, that I had planned and worked and won the things I wanted and that I deserved them—that my ambitions and God’s purposes could stroll along together nicely, that bad things might sometimes happen to good meritocrats, but surely not to me.

			
			It rained on the day of the house inspection, and the list of fixes the inspectors produced was daunting—chimney repairs, rot in the barn, gutters that needed replacing, a damp spot in the basement, on and on. I walked down the overgrown path below the house, the dripping branches stroking my shoulders as I watched a family of deer dart through the meadow. Then I looked up at the main building, perched above the pastures like a ship riding stormy seas.

			Yes, I thought, this is what I want.

			

			—

			My mother drove the hour from New Haven to see the house that weekend. She was a little less enthusiastic than my father and Abby’s mom—I assumed because we were planting ourselves a little farther away from her. She also had health problems that made her sensitive to things like mold and damp and the age of the buildings. I sensed that she wanted to warn us away from the house, but since she knew we were committed, she was instead exhibiting vague signs of distress. After we parted, she drove by the house once again, then called that night to tell me that she’d seen a stag relieving himself near our soon-to-be front door.

			Soon after, at her house, my childhood home, she encountered another deer, standing on her property near where she was pulling out some bushes—much as I aspired to do. Her neighborhood is not particularly bucolic; we had raccoons and squirrels when I was a kid, but in twenty years she had never seen a deer.

			
			Later that week, when she was working in the same area, just where the deer had been standing, she almost stepped through a thin sheet of rusted metal, flush to the ground beneath a thin layer of soil. When she lifted it, there was an opening into a frighteningly deep void or cave, maybe left over from some ancient fuel tank or septic system—an empty space inside the hillside, a dark and earthy pit.

			

			—

			By this time Abby and I were back in Washington, with a two-month timeline to closing and taking possession of our dream house. This would free up the entire summer for shuttling north on weekends and playing at renovation, pulling up carpets and refinishing floors and tearing out the bushes that blocked the sunroom’s views.

			It was another rainy morning. I awoke with a stiff neck and went to the bathroom to find a red swelling, a painful lymph node six inches down from my left ear. I came out and sat on the bed, rubbing my neck and googling “swollen lymph node” on my phone.

			My wife came in, behind me, her voice unusual: “Ross.”

			She was holding a pregnancy test, the telltale strip faint but clear. Our third child.

			It should have been another signifier that we were on the right path, on the upswing—more kids, more life, more abundance. But after I fist-pumped and we embraced, after I said all the right excited things, after I went out into the rain to take our daughters to their nursery school and pre-K, my mind and fingers kept circling back to the discomfort in my neck.

			
			I had seen a dermatologist for a wart the previous year, but he didn’t have an appointment available for a week, and I was impatient. I wanted the problem—however small—explained and resolved so that we could get back to basking in our triumphs. So instead of waiting to see him, I went that day to the urban walk-in clinic in the heart of Capitol Hill, walking through our dense neighborhood with its pocket parks and carefully controlled daubs of natural green, and let a young internist take a look.

			“It’s just a boil,” he said after a cursory inspection. “Nothing to worry about.” He gave me a scrip for a few days of a mild antibiotic, and sent me on my way.

			Nothing to worry about was exactly what I wanted to hear. The next two weeks were less soothing. While we did paperwork and drove to Connecticut and back again, my neck began to feel intermittently stiff and painful and I developed what felt like a…vibration in my head. Still, the original swelling shrank and disappeared, and I told myself that the strange feelings, the tension and the almost-tremor, were probably stress-induced, just all the life changes piling atop one another and giving me the jitters. Something like that had happened six years earlier: When we were first married and I was commuting back and forth from Washington to Baltimore, there had been a period of odd headaches, pain in my neck and back, that after a few inconclusive doctor’s visits had simply vanished, unexplained but attributed, shruggingly, to the stress of my new life and the commute.

			Now it was early June, and I was supposed to join a journalists’ trip to Rome. On the day before the flight, I went to see a movie and, sitting in the theater, I noticed that the pain was getting worse: There was a stabbing sensation in my mouth, around my teeth, and discomfort sharp enough to call a headache. My mother-in-law arrived that evening, planning to help with the kids while I was gone. She and my wife went out to dinner; I stayed home to put my daughters to bed. I made some pasta for myself and drank two beers. It was my last ordinary meal.

			
			By the time Abby and her mother got home, my whole body was just…wrong, haywire somehow, as though someone had twisted dials randomly in all my systems. I told them I wasn’t feeling well, as if I had a stomach flu or something that might pass by the morning, and let them fall asleep believing in that understatement. But I didn’t sleep: I had pain all over my chest and a gagging feeling in my throat, and the vibratory sensation was everywhere. My bowels had liquefied. I googled “heart attack” and “stroke” and “panic attack,” but nothing seemed to fit. I lay down and tried to sleep, but I felt like a tuning fork on the mattress. I went downstairs and tried to read books and take deep breaths. Finally at 5 a.m. I went to the hospital—the George Washington University emergency room, in downtown D.C.

			While I was there the wave receded, and I felt weak and exhausted but at least somewhat like myself. The blood tests came back normal, the doctors murmured about stress—one of them recognized my name from the op-ed page—and around noontime I went home again, trying to decide whether I could travel. In the end I decided to cancel the trip; I remember thinking, somewhat idiotically, that at least I would get to watch the latest episode of Game of Thrones. I went to Mass and prayed for help. I googled neurologists. I managed to sleep.

			The next day I felt the way you feel in the last days of a lingering fever, or when you get up too suddenly and feel slightly dizzy and disoriented. Except this feeling persisted no matter what I did. The pain that had started in my neck was jumping around, ubiquitous but unpredictable—now stabbing sensations in my spine, now muscle twitches on my chest, now prickling and tingling in my extremities. And beneath it was a feeling that was hard to describe except as a sense of invasion, of something under my skin and inside my veins and muscles that wasn’t supposed to be there. This baseline feeling wasn’t incapacitating, but it made me feel miserable all the time. For the week after my initial collapse I did ordinary things—driving, walking, grocery shopping, stroller pushing—under a weight of pain, an extraordinary pall.

			
			So I began going to doctors and taking tests. I saw an internist, a neurologist, a rheumatologist. I had my stool and urine tested repeatedly, I had batteries of blood work done, I underwent cranial and abdominal scans and a tilt table test. The only irregular result came from the neurologist, who told me I had some sort of peripheral neuropathy, some kind of interference between the brain and the nerves in my extremities. It would resolve, he suggested, with more exercise and more hydration. (Maybe drink more Gatorade—for the electrolytes.) Inspired, I bought new running shorts and shoes—but I felt too horrible to use them. The other doctors prescribed sleeping pills and mild antidepressants and Xanax. Stress, they said. It was always stress. Too much going on in your life.

			I did feel stressed now, but the illness felt like the reason rather than the symptom. I had never been sick for more than a week or so, but there was a shadow from my childhood that with every day of pain and mystery loomed larger in my thoughts. My mother had struggled with chronic illness when I was young, with chemical sensitivities and debilitating inflammation that had sent our family down a lot of strange paths—to health food stores in the days before Whole Foods, to Pentecostalist healing services where people spoke in tongues, to chiropractors and naturopaths and other purveyors of holistic medicine. So I knew something about the country of illness, at least as observed from its borderlands—how a person can be exiled there, how much can be lost or given up. I will restore to you the years that the swarming locust has eaten: That was one of my mother’s favorite scripture verses, as she tried to make sense of her younger life and its many might-have-beens.

			
			Growing up inside her story left me open to religious possibilities, heterodox ideas, a world that was stranger than official thinking allowed. But as a personal matter I had prided myself on being pretty much nothing like her. I was entirely healthy, entirely normal, with no tofu or carob in my diet, no need for herbal remedies or a laying on of hands. I had been an adult in the world for seventeen years, and with a few exceptions my body had done everything I asked of it without complaint—even if my belly had grown a little ample in the process. Having that same body betray me somehow—no, that was unimaginable.

			If I had crossed the border into illness, it had to be temporary. It was a mistake, an accident, a passport problem
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